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PART ONE

DECEMBER 30, 2006
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Once upon a time there was an Emperor. He had yellow eyes and a predatory jaw. He lived in a palace full of statuary and policemen. Alone. At night he would wake up and scream. Nobody loved him. Most of all he liked hunting game and terror. But he posed for photographs with children and flowers. When he died, nobody dared to remove his portraits. Take a look, perhaps still you have his mask at home.

ZBIGNIEW HERBERT



The Hanging 

Morning

I checked my watch, over and over again, determined to catch the precise moment when the lever would be released. I still almost missed it, the trapdoor clanging open before he had finished reciting his prayers.

“The Tyrant was hanged on Saturday, December 30, 2006, at 6:09 a.m.,” I wrote in the evening of that day in a blue-ruled school notebook, whose cardboard covers Mother, God rest her soul, had lovingly wrapped in pink paper decorated with white carnations. She never let me throw away those old notebooks, mandatory in my secondary school in Najaf. The notes I recorded in them between 2003 and 2006 form the backbone of this account.

Three hours and ten minutes earlier, at 2:59 a.m. precisely, he had been transferred to Iraqi sovereignty for the first time since his capture, proof of our independence from the American invaders.

His transfer came on the heels of “a bitter struggle between us and the Occupier,” my uncle and mentor said.

“Did the Occupier agree to the transfer?” I asked Uncle.

“Not at first; they fought hard to delay it. But they caved in,” Uncle replied, “like they always do.”

—

The prime minister wanted the hanging to coincide with the day Sunni Muslims celebrated the first of the four-day Great Feast, and he wanted it to coincide with the day of his son’s marriage. All in the government agreed a higher authority had to rule. And so it was.

After the Sunni Grand Mufti decreed the first day of the Great Feast to be December 30, 2006, our Shiʻa clerics ruled that a hanging on the day before the Great Feast was permissible, but not on its first day. And so the prime minister settled on the earliest hour of the morning of the Great Feast, minutes before sunrise and the start of the Great Feast, as the day of the hanging. Technically, the Tyrant would be hanged and the prime minister’s son married the day before our Great Feast started.

Sunni clerics saw through the prime minister’s ruse. They said the Tyrant, a Sunni, was in fact being executed on a day Sunni Muslims consider a celebration, thus spoiling their Feast; meanwhile, we Shiʻa got to celebrate the day our bitterest enemy had been executed, thus enhancing our celebrations.

Thus was the order of the firmament set by the timing of the rising of the sun; it permitted us to execute one of theirs on the first day of their Feast, but not them to execute one of ours on the same day; and this even though all are Believers of the one true faith. It has always been thus.

The body of the Tyrant was flown by helicopter to the prime minister’s house, where the wedding celebrations were under way. Accompanied by a chanting, delirious crowd waving Kalashnikovs in the air, the corpse was carried from the helicopter’s landing pad to the front door of the house, vacated for the prime minister’s use by twelve American lieutenant colonels. At the door of the house in which the wedding party was being held, the shroud was peeled back from the Tyrant’s face in his coffin, exposing his bruised and broken neck to the frenzied delight of the chanting mob.

Our new rulers, including the prime minister, are former exiles, returning from cities like London, Tehran, and Damascus. I do not know whether revenge, or blood libel, or communal solidarity was behind the timing of the hanging; perhaps all of them. There are no written records to support one view or the other. On the contrary, the government and the court were at pains to stress their desire to apply the rule of law, to rob the insurgency of its titular head and prime symbol.

The hanging took place in the oldest Shiʻa district of Baghdad, in a former intelligence compound, circled by the winding Tigris on three sides and walled off from the populace by a forbidding concrete wall on the city side, recently topped with bales of barbed wire. Government officials, flanked by the personal guard of which I was a member, met the Black Hawk helicopter transporting the Tyrant to the compound he had built for the purposes of interrogation, torture, and execution.

I had visited the compound before in the company of Uncle and his friends during the summer of 2003. “You are an expert on the compound,” the turbaned commander who appointed me said. “We might need you in case something goes wrong.” And so he decided I should be on the detail assigned to guard the prisoner from the time of his transfer into Iraqi custody to the moment of his execution.

—

The Tyrant slowly descended the folding steps released from the helicopter, pausing at the top to look around him as though to take advantage of the view stretching to the sinuous bends of the Tigris and the Golden Dome beyond. Looking down, he would have seen the dilapidated complex that had, under him, known better days. His feet touching the tarmac, he paused again, and then walked at an exaggeratedly leisurely pace, past flanking rows of American guards, medics, and other Occupier officials. Stiff and unbending, his back straight as a ramrod, the occasional flicker of a smile across thin lips, he thanked and bade farewell to each and every American, some of whose names he seemed to know. They in turn treated him with equally exaggerated respect, as though he were still a head of state. Walking him to a three-story concrete pillbox of a building with no identifiable entrance canopy, the party moved toward the hole in the wall that passed for a door. Papers were exchanged among officials, including a nervous, balding, mustachioed man to whom my eye was drawn, because his stomach rippled like jelly over a tight belt.

This completed the formalities of the Tyrant’s transfer into our custody. My comrades and I, all in freshly minted uniforms of the New Army, took over from the American escort.

I had grown up with his images, wall-size on the street, or framed in glass in every office and living room of the Republic. The Tyrant would appear dressed as an Arab or as a Kurd, as an officer in battle fatigues or as a peasant carrying his spade, kissing children or leading men into battle. For the first time, I was able to observe the man himself.

He was dressed in a black camel hair overcoat made by his favorite Turkish tailor. Freshly dyed, his hair was signature black; his face, calm and impassive, the Stalin-like mustache copied by Iraqi males for a quarter of a century recently trimmed. At the point of handover, his features turned scornful, though he did not say a word, not even to the ministers and government officials present. They did not or could not look him in the eye and were constantly shifting their weight and shuffling their feet. He stood like one of his statues, looking past them when they addressed him, reading from one of their papers; it was as though they were not even there. Wordlessly and motionlessly, the Tyrant humiliated his new jailors.

This man once possessed absolute power; now he had none. Our government officials, on the other hand, never had power and would not recognize it if they had. To be sure they were seekers of it, but to them power was the chauffeured bulletproof vehicle, the size of their security escort, and the amount of noise and disruption the screeching wheels of their convoy could make scattering ordinary people about in the streets, people who would then turn back to look at them with what the officials misconstrued as awe. The Tyrant knew better. He knew that the true politician is one who plays the game, perfects gestures and facial expressions, not some of the time, but every second of every day. He also knew that there is no escape from power like his, no exit, no way out of the predicament that being always onstage creates; there is only death.

—

Sharply detailed pictures of that Saturday before the Great Feast, like the Tyrant’s descent from an American Black Hawk helicopter, come to me frequently; they come in dreams and nightmares, and have been doing so for many years since the hanging, years in which this account was formless fragments, nothing more. I spent them floundering in doubt, dragging my notebooks around in a battered suitcase to a variety of anonymous locations in the urban desert that is today’s Baghdad. I carried them with me wherever I went, because on the evening of the day of the hanging, I took a vow before God and His Prophet, Peace Be Upon Him, to record the truth as I began to see it on that day. I understood then what I had to do, no matter how it made me look to others, many of whom I counted as friends. At first they crossed to the other side of the street when they saw me coming; then they began speaking ill of me behind my back; finally they started to persecute me. I knew then I had to sever all ties with the city of my birth, Najaf, and lose myself in a city of ghosts, Baghdad. Nothing else could be done, not after the Tyrant dropped through the trapdoor to the end of the 120-centimeter slack in his rope.

I don’t have to be asleep to see him drop; all the pictures can be summoned at will, as I am doing now, years later, sitting at a desk. At a moment’s notice, they can materialize one by one like hallucinatory flashes, or take the form of a tightly focused clip of film relentlessly rotating inside my head, easy to summon but impossible to erase. The sharpest and most richly detailed of these images always date back to December 30, 2006.

I see the Tyrant’s descent from the helicopter. I see him drop on his rope, in slow motion; then I see the rag doll shape of what was left of him swinging gently as though touched by a breeze, but actually from the spent force of his tightly trussed bucking feet traveling through the rope to the crudely fixed metal pulley attached to the concrete ceiling from which it swung.

The pulley, the type used for hauling building materials, came from a nearby construction site; the execution room, a hastily modified former conference room, contained plastic chairs and a Formica table at one end, and a raised hanging platform made of unpainted crude metal bars with a makeshift balustrade at the other. Above the trapdoor in the center of the platform the pulley had been screwed, askew, to the ceiling.

They had brought us here earlier, Saddam’s final escort guard, for an inspection, and to memorize the precise route to this room from the windowless room where the Tyrant had waited for several hours before being marched to the hangman’s rope.

I see him climb the podium deliberately, slowly, holding the Holy Book in his manacled hands. As he climbed the steps, I remember the room turning deathly silent, held in a paralytic grip as though by the sheer presence of the man. Never was there such a silence, until he reached the platform. Three guards wearing black ski masks that concealed their features, and mismatching beige and brown motorcycle jackets, were on the platform waiting for him. They started to manhandle him, trying to force a hood over his head, which he refused with a sharp gesture of his head. The same official in the receiving delegation, the one with the rippling stomach, was on the platform; he stopped the guards from forcing the issue. The Tyrant would remain unhooded. At this point one of the thwarted guards spat on the condemned man, shouting an insult. The Tyrant did not flinch, the spittle slowly running down his face. But the stillness in the room came to an abrupt end; it was as though an electric shock had jolted every person, releasing them from a trance.

People started to shout and jeer, some even throwing things, the shouting growing in volume and mysteriously coalescing into a single loud, pulsating throb. The well-intentioned official, his stomach heaving, did not know what to do; he started gesticulating anxiously with his hands to silence the crowd. No one paid attention. The collection of two hundred or so men assembled below the hanging platform were turning into a frenzied mob, hurling the occasional insult at the Tyrant that would break through the steady beat of “Oh, Sayyid. Oh, Sayyid.”

That was our Sayyid, my Sayyid, they were calling out for—the Sayyid upon whose instructions I had exchanged my hodgepodge militiaman’s garb for a freshly pressed uniform of the New Army.

Now I see the Tyrant grow ever more erect and stiff amid the deafening roar, his eyes boring defiantly into the baiting pack, his lips curled into a snarl. The governor said something to the hangman, and the noose—knotted in the British tradition of making such ropes—was slipped over his head. At that moment, speaking into the formless void above the heads of the crowd, the Tyrant called out, his voice like a foghorn booming into a sea of noise:

“God is great. The nation will be victorious. Palestine is Arab.”

—

Extraordinary last words: extraordinary because they were in such conformity with a whole life. Had he chosen the words beforehand? Had he thought about what his final words would be, whiling away the time thinking them through in his cell?

Consider: “The nation will be victorious.”

What nation do you think the Tyrant had in mind standing up there on the platform looking down at his countrymen? The one that was, or the one that is, or, perhaps, the one that has yet to be? The nation was clearly no longer He. Perhaps he could not be expected to acknowledge this fact. The only nation he could see was in that room, ranting and raving. And if it was to be “victorious,” the question is over whom? Weren’t the Americans who had so meekly handed him over to us supposedly the victorious ones? But the tense is future. So he recognized the nation of the present had been defeated; he meant, presumably, it would be victorious eventually. So whom did he have in mind? The insurgency, perhaps, the nation-in-waiting, which was daily gathering steam.

During his incarceration the Tyrant repeatedly told his American interrogators that he could stop the fighting in a week. What was he thinking? That he could cast a spell and the insurgents would come to their senses and strike a deal through him, symbol of a people who had been wronged, struggling against the Occupation.

“I am the president” were his first words, spoken in English, when the Occupier’s soldiers dragged him out of his spider hole on a small farm just outside the city of his birth. “I want to negotiate.”

He wanted to negotiate!

Imagine his humiliation, then, at what the Occupier did to him. “Caught like a rat,” a delighted American general said. The Tyrant was displayed on CNN with foreign doctors poking at his teeth, pulling his hair, pretending all the while that they were looking for lice.

What a perfectly executed move—perhaps the only public relations success of their short tenure, reluctant and spoiled men that they were, men who no longer had the stomach for anything called sacrifice. The pictures resonated across the breadth of our Arab Muslim world. But it was the last victory the Tyrant’s enemies would enjoy.

Now imagine this original humiliation being compounded by the chief of the Occupation bringing a cluster of Iraqi politicians, all of whom he had created, all wealthy gold-watch-wearing exiles returned from London, all gawking at the former Iraqi leader the day following his capture. One of them, smartly dressed with slickly oiled black hair dropping to his shoulders like a movie star, shouted: “You are cursed by God! How will you meet your Creator?”

“With a clear conscience and as a Believer,” the Great Dictator replied.

“Why didn’t you have the courage to fight or at least die trying? At least your sons fought before they were killed.”

This was a logic that the Tyrant understood well.

What foreign ditch did they dig him out of? I can imagine him saying to himself while the apoplectic would-be politician with the black hair, who had done so well for himself in London, paced up and down the room, muttering “He’s learned nothing…nothing!” and all the while the Tyrant was silently watching him, seated on his prison cot in his pajamas, his dirt-encrusted toenails showing through the cheap gray plastic slippers supplied by the U.S. Department of Defense.

I cannot see what learning has to do with it. Or cowardice with the Tyrant’s surrender on December 13, 2003. It certainly is not why he allowed himself to be dragged out “like a rat,” as Iraqi television reported, repeating what the American general had said.

The only imperative he obeyed was to live, to live in order to go on and fight another day. That is why in the months since the fall of Baghdad he switched locations daily, “organizing the insurgents,” in the words of his lawyer. This craving for danger was not going to be satisfied by charging out of his spider hole with guns blazing. He needed the deaths of large numbers of men, combatants under his command, to sate his cravings and immense appetites. The insurgency against the Occupier was his creation, and could not be otherwise. He made it; he owned it; it was his to deploy in negotiations. The thought that it might take on a life of its own never crossed his mind. It is said they caught him with documents that corroborate his early preparations for the insurgency, dating back to the months before the invasion. I don’t doubt it.

His first court appearance showed that he fully grasped the drama of his new situation. In the dreams and nightmares, which never go away, I always see him standing there, his eyes flashing, shouting: “This is all theater,” with a dismissive wave to the cameras.

I see him tell the chief judge: “I am not going to answer to this so-called court, out of respect for the truth and the will of the Iraqi people.” And he believed it too; he believed he alone had “respect for the truth and the will of the Iraqi people.”

And then he said, “I always held the people’s interests first…Even today, I can go and sleep peacefully in any town in the country. Can you?” he asked his judges.

The chief judge—a Kurd, incidentally—was at a loss, not knowing how to handle the disintegration of his courtroom. He was dismissed for being too polite. Seriously! Every Iraqi upstart appointed by the Occupier was beginning to realize that, polite or not, there was more authority and self-assurance in the Great Tyrant’s posture and delivery than in any of the judges, prosecutors, or attorneys arrayed before him! And they panicked, blaming a judge for saying “Mr. Saddam Hussein,” instead of “the accused” or “the Tyrant”!

The Tyrant held on to the idea that he represented the nation, believing, not hoping, it was true, while at the same time knowing it was the only card left for him to play in a game now controlled by his captors. The court before which he stood, trained and nudged along at every step by the Occupier, did not know whom it represented, or by what law it was to judge this man who had in fact made all the laws, laws these very same judges had spent entire lifetimes studying and applying.

The world outside added to the mix an entirely new set of words—“universal justice,” “international law,” “human rights,” “crimes against humanity,” and the list goes on—honeyed words dished out on a pillow of empty promises that meant nothing to anyone inside the country; only the Tyrant’s words, illusory or not, meant something to the people watching.

It was a moment that could not be predicted or planned for; it could only unfold.

Think of it as theater staged on the grandest of platforms; a play improvised, embellished, written, and revised constantly by none other than its prime subject, actor extraordinaire Saddam Hussein.

At the point of his transfer into Iraqi custody, on December 30, 2006, then and only then, the Tyrant would have realized the play had come to a stop; he would have given up on the idea that the Americans might take him up on his offer to negotiate.

But Iraqi custody was not the same as the nation’s custody, and so the Tyrant did not, even at this late stage, surrender. Here lies the true measure of the man, the real leader he always knew himself to be, the proof that false hopes were not what had brought the Tyrant to such a point, nor were they a guarantee of success in order for him to persevere.

The Tyrant chose his moment, and switched course whenever necessary; he had done this again and again throughout his career. When the Occupier was in charge of his fate, the whole point of his life had been to live, to fight another day, by arms or through negotiations. Now that the Occupier had handed him over to his loosely cobbled native allies, the point of his remaining few hours remained as always: to save the nation, only this time by dying for it. He would therefore choose to die in such a way as to turn the tables on death itself. The final act was at hand, and for this too, as always, he had come well prepared.

—

Consider “Palestine is Arab,” the next thing the Tyrant trumpeted out to the jeering mob.

Of course Palestine is Arab. What else could Palestine be? He meant the nation “will be victorious” because “Palestine is Arab.” Everyone in that room understood that, which is why it struck a chord in that room on that day. What he was also saying was that every person in that room, all of whom believed Palestine is Arab, were in truth hypocrites, traitors to the fundamental principle of the Arabness of Palestine, which they all said they believed in, but which he alone was prepared to die for. Your Arabness passed muster only if you truly believed, deep in your heart of hearts, that Palestine was Arab; waver over it, as the Kurds might, or approach it less than enthusiastically, as we Shiʻa did (for fear of Sunni dominion), and you were instantly suspect.

Palestine is the litmus test; it always has been.

The quality of being an Arab to Saddam meant that he and the jeering mob still had many things in common, what he and his party liked to call the nation’s “eternal message.” Blood, language, territory, religion, history were useful but not essential attributes; the nation, first and foremost, was Spirit. And so, in that execution chamber on December 30, 2006, everyone was potentially an Arab, but only Saddam was the genuine article.

Would the crowd in the room understand him? Think about it differently: replace the word “Spirit” with “Belief,” and instantly all Muslims in that room understood what the Tyrant was saying. As I said: of course Palestine is Arab. What is Islam but a Community of Believers? What is Arabism but a Community of Believers in the same Spirit?

The Tyrant wanted to follow up the words “Palestine is Arab” with the Muslim profession of faith, first pronounced by our patron saint, the Sayyid of all Sayyids, ‘Ali son of Abu Talib, Prince of the Faithful, when he prayed with the Prophet as a ten-year-old boy in Mecca—words pronounced since by every Muslim multiple times a day.

To profess one’s faith in God is a right given to every man, woman, and child without exception, a right that cannot be denied to infidels and unbelievers, nor even to those accused of apostasy. Moreover, it followed with iron logic from the Arab nature of Palestine, a land that became Muslim and Arab only after the conquest of Jerusalem in the year 634. By ending his eleven-word speech thus, the Tyrant was bearing witness to his dying adherence to Islam.

Decades of finely tuned instinct and experience had been honed into that last performance, which some imbecile captured on a videophone. The Great Tyrant, perhaps the greatest who ever ruled an Arab and Muslim land, never lost his composure, not even when the trapdoor clanged open while he was halfway through reciting his prayers.

—

Why was the Tyrant cut off in the middle of bearing witness to his faith? It had to be deliberate, a final insult, the instinct of small men trying to goad an ogre, not the measured and calculated mistake of one following orders. Inside that chamber, no one was any longer in control of anything. Why did the hangman flip the lever in the middle of the holiest set of words that a Muslim can utter, words that remain holy even if the speaker is a barbarous infidel? I don’t think he was instructed. The government had wanted to showcase their execution, to highlight to the world their achievement in bringing the great Tyrant to justice. At the same time they wanted to stick it to their Sunni citizens, the ones whose first day of the Feast they were deliberately spoiling. The two impulses were at odds with one another, perhaps, but the latter won out because the government that wanted to achieve all those things was no longer in the room, just as it was absent in the country.

The Tyrant, on the other hand, was there. Solidly, his cloaked presence like some grim harbinger of death filled the room. I see his expensive black camel hair overcoat smoothing out the awkward bumps and shapes of his aging form to create a massive and immovable rock of blackness. He was standing for death itself, everyone’s death, not only his own. Yes, he was there. Always he has been there. Only him, his hands bound, the rope around his neck, forever and for all time he will be there, even if around him swirled a vulgar mob, drunk with excitement and thirsty for blood.

The mob was not going to be cheated of its blood. Here were the dregs of the nation the Tyrant had tried to remind us of, my nation, all summed up in eleven words, words that they had heard repeated a hundred times, every day of their miserable lives. In their eyes, as I stood up there on the platform looking down at them, I could see the frenzy of frightened and blind men, men who are blindest when they think they can see, and most frightened when they think they are not frightened at all. The greater their victim, the bigger their fear, even when the object of that fear is tied and bound and a breath away from his demise.


The Rope 

Evening

I was not alone in my unease that Saturday; others had misgivings, not that they will admit to them today. For example, my best friend, Haider, who used to live up the street from me in Najaf and with whom I shared an apartment in the Cairo district of Baghdad in the months before the hanging. He was tall and heavy-boned for an Arab of Bedouin stock from Najaf; his lean muscles gave him a grace in motion that was beautiful to watch, qualities I envied, being clumsy as a young boy. Inseparable since childhood, we shared a friendship of opposites, not equals, athlete and scholar, each taking and giving something different to the other. In combination, we felt invincible toward whatever obstacles fate tossed our way. The boy in me saw in my friend the attributes he pined for, and he, I believe, admired to the point of excess my facility with numbers and words. Unfortunately, Haider’s mother did the same, a subject she tirelessly badgered him about. Together we joined the ranks of the Army of the Awaited One in 2003, and fought the Occupier shoulder to shoulder in Najaf in that unforgettable summer of 2004. You could not ask for a truer friend and braver comrade in arms.

Haider was there, in the crowd that watched the Tyrant hang that day. But he was chafing because he had not been chosen for the detail and was not up on the platform with me. Still, he was eager to talk when we found time to be together that evening.

“You didn’t approve, I take it,” he said, noticing how shaken I was by the events of the morning.

“Of what?” I answered, not wanting to talk.

“The Tyrant’s execution, of course.”

“Approval has nothing to do with it,” I replied, avoiding him with my eyes by choosing to busy myself folding my still freshly pressed uniform in readiness to be returned the following day.

“Why so glum, then?”

“I don’t want to talk about it, Haider,” I said. “My feelings are still raw. I don’t understand them myself.”

“The affair lacked decorum, no doubt about it,” Haider went on, ignoring my request, “and that is bad, very bad. But don’t read too much into it. With time, men will learn to behave better. We have never hanged a tyrant before!” he said with a laugh. “The important thing is he is dead. You agree he had to die, don’t you? You are not changing your mind about that.”

“Of course not! I wanted him executed as much as the next man,” I snapped back. “But men in ski masks, I ask you! A platform not large enough to fit everyone! A pulley yanked out of a building site the day before, and incompetently fitted to boot! A mob in place of witnesses! I hope it was not you jeering from the floor! Do you want me to go on? It was an embarrassment from start to finish, a disgrace, not an execution but a lynching…”

“Don’t confuse the appearance of a thing with the thing itself,” Haider replied, in a quiet tone of voice designed to calm me down.

“Executions are all about appearance; that is the whole point.”

“But we are, after all, no different from animals, for whom the kill is the end of it. Accept that, my friend, and move on. He is dead; it is finished. Get over it.”

“You are being unjust to animals; they kill neither to humiliate nor to insult; they kill out of necessity. And they go about it with a kind of…what you call decorum,” I replied, calming myself down and sitting beside him on the carpet.

“Okay. Put decorum aside. That was a bad choice of words. It doesn’t matter how we die, nor for that matter how we are born; neither lasts very long in the general span of things. But between the two lies the true meaning of our lives; how we choose to live the years between the natural facts of our birth and our death is all that matters. The Tyrant launched wars, killed millions, and tortured countless thousands; he left our country in ruins. These things count.”

“True…,” I started to say, but Haider would not let up.

“My point is, bigger problems going to the heart of what is happening to this land confront us daily. We are in a war, for God’s sake. And he even claimed to be leading the killers blowing up our mosques and markets and neighborhoods.”

“He never said he was waging war on us Shiʻa; that is what the Wahhabi, Haters of the Family of the Prophet, say they are doing. He claimed to be leading a war against the Occupier, the same war our Sayyid waged in the first two years of the Occupation.”

“Words, mere words. The Tyrant was the serpent’s head; it had to be cut off quickly to get on with what needs to be done. The Occupier dragged the wretched trial out for three years under the hallowed name of procedure. We humored them, and went along with it, until we understood how ineffectual and weak-willed they are. Now the Tyrant is dead. We can breathe a sigh of relief, and move on.”

“Are you saying the terror will end?”

“Our enemies will never find another leader like him; he is irreplaceable; they will be in disarray. Tomorrow no one will remember how we botched his execution. All that will count is the fact that he is no longer there.”

“Ahh, Haider…Haider, my dear Haider. Is the fact of our beloved Imam Husain’s death on the plains of Karbala centuries ago all that counted at the time? Any fool can snuff the life out of a man. You and I have done it enough times to know. Killing is easy; it doesn’t require intelligence.”

That was a mistake; I should not have made a comparison with the Imam, whose life story was more precious and meaningful to the both of us than anything else. But it was too late. Haider lost his temper:

“Your words border on blasphemy! For God’s sake, man, don’t let others hear you speak like that! The Imam martyred himself for Justice; Saddam was hanged for his sins. Therein lies the chasm between Heaven and Hell!”

“Yes, yes, of course. But I am talking about how men die, and how they go on living because of how they have died. Our Imam was betrayed, and then martyred by his enemies. Our forefathers called upon him to cross the desert and save them from their Tyrant. When he did, they abandoned him to die alone in the desert, his throat parched, his wives and children dying with him of thirst and scorching heat. If we remember the blessed Imam every year, in the month of his martyrdom,” I pressed on, “it is because of our guilt and shame at how he died, his faith intact, ours in tatters—”

“The Tyrant died well,” interrupted Haider, “I grant you that. But what else did you expect of him! What would it say about us that we allowed ourselves to be ruled for three decades by a man who was a weakling, lacking in courage and self-respect? Think instead that he died in the way that he lived: violently, cruelly. There is justice of a sort in that.”

“Are we like him? And what does it say of us that we allowed the blessed Imam to die alone? What do both deaths say about us? That is the question we should be asking ourselves.”

“You are doing it again…you are putting the Tyrant on the same plane as the blessed Imam. The devil has taken charge of your tongue!”

“Bah! Stop this posturing, Haider…When men die, be they saints or devils, a chapter in the book of lives is not simply thrown out; it is translated into a new language. I fear the new chapter of the Tyrant’s life that is about to replace the old one we have just closed.”

Haider took to pacing the room, and looking at me strangely. I had seen him agitated before…but it was too late for either of us to back down.

“I revere the blessed Imam as much as you do…and would exchange my life for his if I could, as I know you would,” I continued, “and do I need to tell you of all people how much I hate the Tyrant; he took my father to a horrible end, for God’s sake. But what happened today in that execution hall is not an ending; it is a dreadful beginning.”

“What are you so afraid of?” asked Haider, who was genuinely puzzled.

“I fear the Tyrant will continue to rule over us, even in death. Dragons’ teeth have been sowed by the manner of his death. So he died well. And we expected it of him…all the more reason to execute him more impressively than he was able to die. In the name of all that we Shiʻa have to lose, you and I and all the poor broken-down people of this country, I ask you, why did we give him the last word?”

“My rope,” Haider suddenly said, trying to change the subject. “Did you get me the piece of rope you promised?”

—

The rope…the wretched rope! I was hoping he had forgotten the damn thing. How I wish I had never promised him a piece of it.

The day before the execution, filled with a sense of my own self-importance, I made a rash bargain with those less fortunate among my comrades in the Army of the Awaited One: I promised them a piece of the hangman’s rope, which I was sure I could spirit out of the execution hall. The deal was that I would sell whatever length I could obtain for so many thousand dinars per centimeter. Naturally there was no question of charging Haider for his piece; it would be a gift in honor of our lifelong friendship.

Selling the rope had been my idea to start with, but I soon became aware others were doing it. If ten thousand was the going price before the hanging, God knows what it became after. When I left the compound the haggling was still in full swing. Even ministers and high-ranking officials were caught up in it. Everyone wanted a memento to show that they had been there.

All around us the new politicians—“Foreigner Iraqis,” Haider called them, the ones who rode into office on the tanks of the Occupier—were establishing new ideas of right and wrong; they thought about position and money, devising ingenious ways of stealing the one through the other. And we, young soldiers and activists, learned from them. Why, only the other day I read in the paper that members of Parliament had voted into law a motion to quadruple their salaries. The worst offenders were those who’d returned from lives abroad, caring only to line their pockets and then rush back to whatever country was left doling out welfare checks to the wives and children they’d left behind.

That is how it all started—the affair of the rope, I mean.

A handful of hours separated the “before” of the hanging from its “after.” Before, I bragged about the rope; after, I saw nothing to brag about. Instead I felt ashamed. Mercifully, my parents were no longer of this world to witness my shame in 2006. I don’t know what Father would have done; I never knew him. I grew up with the fact of his disappearance in 1991. His body was never found. Not a trace of it anywhere; I know, I searched frenziedly in the summer of 2003 and couldn’t find it. Still, I know it is out there somewhere. A fact that is also a non-fact never entirely goes away; it is like the dust that Mother battled with daily. Knowing that is not knowing continues to hang around in the air like dust, in the little nooks and crannies of our minds.

Mother would not have said a word about the rope. She who had drilled into me the desire to excel, to be top of my class, along with the idea that the world outside her purview was dirty, polluting, and to be shunned at all costs…all she had to do was look. Her eyes would have bored into my very depths. She was only doing what all good mothers do in lands ruled by tyrants and revolutions and wars. For all those mothers, politics is betrayal, soldiers are brutal, and politicians liars.

But we children of the Great Tyrant were behaving as though it was the physical and literal world that was real and permanent. It was not freedom and the end of war and tyranny that were real; it was the rope that was real. And I was cashing in on that new reality. A world-changing thing—the end of tyranny—had atrophied to one of its artifacts. Too late did I awake; too late did I realize that we had been prostrating ourselves before new idols, like a piece of the hangman’s rope.

When the Tyrant dropped through the trapdoor, wildly bucking his bound feet, fighting to the very last millisecond of his life, I saw myself as though for the first time, with my entire being. Something in me had rotted, and neither my friend Haider, nor Uncle, to whom I owed everything, nor the Sayyid, in whom I had so fervently believed, could reverse the stench I now emitted. I was too far gone, marooned, directionless, lost to myself and to others, knowing neither who I was nor where I had come from nor where I was going. This is the moment when I no longer wanted to have anything to do with the rope.



PART TWO

APRIL 2003–NOVEMBER 2006

[image: ][image: ]



Accurate scholarship can

Unearth the whole offence

From Luther until now

That has driven a culture mad,

Find what occurred at Linz,

What huge imago made

A psychopathic god:

I and the public know

What all schoolchildren learn,

Those to whom evil is done

Do evil in return.


W. H. AUDEN
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Najaf: April 10

“There is no God but the One God”; again ten seconds later, “There is no God but the One God”; and again for the last time, “There is no God but the One God”; that is how long it takes for the procession of mourners to carry a coffin past the second-story wooden lattice window of the room in Uncle’s house in Najaf, which my mother and I used as a bedroom.

The projecting screened window may have kept the street shaded and cool, and the house private and discreet, but it did nothing to the noise outside my window; if anything it reinforced it, as if the sound waves wormed their way in through the holes in the wooden screen and bounced about wildly between the four inside walls.

Growing up in Najaf, I played, laughed, and dreamed on streets and alleyways filled with sounds of mourning and dead people: the famous dead of centuries past, and the unknown newly dead, whose coffins streamed into the city daily through my neighborhood, carried by wailing mourners from the four corners of the earth, all shouting “There is no God but the One God” so that normal passersby would jump out of their way. Every Shiʻa male and female in the world desires to be buried in the city in which I was born, irrespective of where he or she dies; it is the last obligation imposed by the dying on their descendants, and my mother and I paid the price.

Our house was located in the city’s Mishraq quarter, in the northeastern quadrant, a quarter that houses the tomb of the great scholar and Grand Master of our sect, Abu Ja‘far al-Tusi, from whom all schools of Shiʻism are descended. Tusi left Baghdad for Najaf in the eleventh century to found his college of theology; a line of teachers stretches continuously from this original college to the well-known scholarly families of our times—the Houses of Sadr, Hakim, and Khoei.

Many other tombs of distinguished personages are located in my neighborhood, as well as houses for pilgrims and Servants of the Shrine of the Imam, a monument that sits at the city’s geographical center and is magnificently crowned with a golden dome covering the silver tomb of our first Imam, ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet, and father of Imam Husain, martyred nearby. Pilgrims are told the story of how the city was founded: When the first Imam was stabbed to death in Kufa, his body was put on a camel, which was released to wander into the desert. The place where it stopped is where the Imam was buried, and the holy city of Najaf grew up around his tomb.

The number of people buried in Najaf far exceeds the number who live there—no one knows by how much—and our city’s cemetery, named the Valley of Peace, where I often played, is where we made a stand against the Occupier in 2004, and stood our ground for months; it reaches into the Shrine and is the largest cemetery in the world. Pilgrims in the hundreds of thousands, second only in number to those who perform the hajj in Mecca, come annually to the Shrine of the Imam to lament his death, which is the death of Justice in this world; they do so in the hope that they will be able to find both in the next life. Those of them who enter the Shrine from the north do so through the Tusi gate, named after the great teacher and a ten-minute walk from my house.

All of these newcomers to our city need to be fed, housed, washed, buried, told tall stories, and sold false trinkets. Add to that what we Shiʻa call the “portion of the Imam,” the one-fifth of their income owed by the Shiʻa to their clerics in the absence of the twelfth Imam, and it is fair to say that my city’s economy rests on the dead and the dying.

The residents of Najaf are famously clever, hurtfully witty, and notoriously deceitful and cantankerous with strangers, whom they treat as prey to be fleeced; they particularly loathe the seminary students who come to study, reserving their most bitter invective for those who come from Iran. There is nothing like a holy city, and pious visitors, to make a city’s normal residents mostly unholy and consistently impious.

Death is the only ruler Najaf has known, which is why my mother called it the “City of the Dead,” and would exhort me, even as a child, to promise that I would never bring up my children in a place of such ill omen, something that upset her sister to no end, who said her words were disrespectful to the Imam if not bordering on blasphemy.

She, of course, was never given a choice in the matter, having a thirteen-year-old boy on her hands when my father disappeared in the year of the Uprising Against Tyranny. But he was by her bedside at my birth, in the year of the Tyrant’s ascension to power, holding me in his arms for hours, I am told, before being swallowed up to serve in the Great War with Iran. We hardly saw him for the next eight years. Uncle, who is married to my mother’s older sister, came to the rescue, and I was raised in what became his house, the house of my grandparents on my father’s side, and their parents before them.

The house nestles between three other houses, two to the north and south of us, and one to the east sharing our back wall; the only entrance to and exit from the house is through the courtyard on its western side, at whose center grows my uncle’s pride and joy, an ancient pomegranate tree eight meters high with a thicket of spiny curling branches spreading overhead that had been there since Grandfather was a child; he grew up watering the sapling daily, in the early evening. From the courtyard an opening through a short corridor takes you to the gate leading to a twisting alleyway that passes by a college of theology founded by the Sadr family in the direction of the Tusi gate, the northern entrance to the Imam’s tomb.

This orientation, and the rumor that a huge commotion was going on in the courtyard of the Imam’s Shrine, is the only reason that I saw what I saw on that fine sunny Thursday in April, the day of the fall of Baghdad and my country’s Occupation by foreign armies.


Man in the Alley

Turning into the alley toward the Tusi gate, I ran toward the Shrine only to find my way blocked by a huddled group of wide-eyed, morose-looking men from the neighborhood. There were twenty or thirty of them staring silently at a crumpled-up heap of clothing on the ground, soiled and encrusted with dirt. Between their white robes, I could see that the clothing dressed the body of a man.

“Who is he?” I asked Uncle, who was looking grimly at the scene.

“An American agent,” he said. “They are everywhere. Baghdad fell to the Americans today. We must be vigilant.”

“Where is Saddam?”

“He was seen this morning in the Abu Hanifa Mosque in ʻAdhamiyah. His Special Guard fought some skirmishes with the advancing American forces and then he disappeared with his men, into hiding. He will lead a resistance to the Occupier. You can be sure of it.”

I pushed my head between him and the fellow on his right, and squeezed my way through to the front, where I now had a clear view.

“He looks like one of us. How can you tell he is an agent?”

“He was carrying dollars, lots of them.”

The corpse was lying on its side, limbs twisted like pretzels, the fingers scrabbling in the dust, clutching at rubble, blood everywhere soaking into what had been a shirt. Sixteen stab wounds I tallied before losing count; I later found out there had been over a hundred. There were no dollars.

Returning home
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